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High level US officials say President Bill Clinton's administration is considering allowing US
companies to expand telecommunications links with Cuba. Although a significant shift in US policy,
Clinton administration spokespersons stress that the US's 30-year-embargo will remain in force,
since existing US laws already contain provisions that allow the government to authorize telephone
services with Cuba without having to lift the blockade. In fact, notwithstanding growing domestic
pressures against US policies, some influential members of Congress are even attempting to tighten
the embargo by conditioning US aid to former Soviet republics on the elimination of their assistance
programs to Cuba. Under current US law, all US companies interested in conducting any kind
of business in Cuba or with the Cuban government must first apply for a license. But since the
embargo began in 1961, no licenses have been granted. However, a special exemption was granted
in the 1960's to the American Telephone & Telegraph Company (AT&T) to continue providing
limited telephone service between the US and Cuba through equipment which AT&T had installed
before President Fidel Castro came to power. Under that exemption largely aimed at allowing
Cuban exiles in the US to communicate with their family members in Cuba AT&T is not permitted
to share revenue for its service with Cuba's state-run telephone company Entelcuba. Generally,
AT&T pays part of its profits to foreign carriers that collaborate with it. In order to get around the
prohibition against such revenue sharing, Cuba's share of profits has been accumulating in an
escrow account established in 1966. Including accrued interest, that account balance now stands
at about US$80 million. AT&T's service is channelled through an aging microwave tower located
in Goulds, Florida, and a radio transmitter in Florida City. But the scarcity of circuits has only
permitted the company to complete about 500,000 of the more than 60 million calls attempted each
year to and from the island. Moreover, Hurricane Andrew which struck the Florida coast in August
1992 damaged both the tower and transmitter, reducing AT&T's capacity to only about 125,000 calls
per year. As a result, AT&T has repeatedly sought permission from the US government to expand
its services, especially since other foreign companies are capitalizing on the lack of competition to
pick up the slack. For example, Cuba set up a Canadian-based company called Rapitel that rents
long distance circuits and routes telephone calls from Cuba through Canada to customers in the US,
with profits from those calls channelled directly to the Cuban government. "We have complained to
the US government that, without authority, this company [Rapitel] has been operating in the US,"
said Herbert Lennin, a spokesperson for AT&T. "We want to provide the service, the customers
want it, they need it, and are frustrated that they don't have it." AT&T now has an application before
the Treasury Department for permission to establish direct satellite telephone links to Cuba. If the
government approves the application, the company would apply to the Federal Communications
Commission to activate that network, enabling it to handle another 145,000 to 150,000 calls annually.
According to State Department officials cited by the New York Times, the Clinton administration is
not only seriously considering AT&T's application, but is drawing up a broad proposal that would
allow companies to freely expand existing telephone links and to establish new ones. The proposal
would permit those firms to share revenue with Cuba for the first time. Nevertheless, the State
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Department is trying to devise a formula that would limit the amount of proceeds that could be
paid to the Cuban government, since officials fear that providing too much income to Cuba would
cause a domestic backlash from the Cuban-American community. "The issue revolves around a
number how much money is going to go to Cuba," one congressional aide told the New York Times.
"Nobody is going to object to improved telecommunications services. What some groups will object
to is how much money will be paid to Cuba. Estimates range from US$1 million per year to US
$10 to US$12 million four or five years down the road." Although the proposal would represent an
important shift in US policy, it does not represent any change in the US embargo, since the laws
that enforce the blockade contain special exceptions for telecommunications links with Cuba. The
Cuban Democracy Act signed into law by former president George Bush in October 1992 contains a
provision that allows the president to approve "efficient and adequate" telecommunications service
between the US and Cuba, even permitting full or partial payment to Cuba for that service. Indeed,
despite the State Department's intent to take advantage of the telecommunications exemption, since
May US officials have stated in no uncertain terms that the embargo will be strictly maintained
until Fidel Castro's government falls. "Our administration seeks a rapid and peaceful transition
to democracy so that all Cubans can enjoy the fruits of freedom as Cuban-Americans do today,"
said President Clinton in a May 20 speech in Washington to celebrate Cuban independence day.
"That is why last year I was proud to join in supporting the Cuban Democracy Act and why as
President I still support it." In a separate speech on May 27 at the University of Minnesota, Secretary
of State Warren Christopher lashed out at the Cuban government, calling President Castro a
"relic of the past" and warning that normal relations are impossible until Castro steps aside. "Our
administration supports the Cuban Democracy Act, which provides for a continuation of the
embargo but also provides for new opportunities for communication between the US and Cuban
citizens," said Christopher. "We feel that despite the end of the Cold War, Castro remains a relic
of the past, someone who is mired in the Communist ideologies of an earlier day, and until that is
changed, the US does not envision normal or customary relationships with Cuba. We would look
forward to a different day, but as long as Cuba is governed by Castro and his devoted colleagues,
as long as he continues to impose a doctrinaire [sic] of Communism on Cuba, we think that it's
best to follow the congressionally-mandated Cuban Democracy Act, looking for opportunities in
the communication that Act calls for." In fact, rather than soften the embargo, influential members
of Congress are now seeking to strengthen it. On June 8, the House Foreign Affairs Committee
approved an amendment to the proposed 1994 Foreign Aid Authorization Bill which would prohibit
all US assistance to any former Soviet republic that either provides direct economic aid to Cuba or
that subsidizes trade with island. The amendment which must yet be approved by the full House
could specifically affect Cuba's trade relations with Russia. Some congressional representatives
claim that new sugar-for-oil barter deals between those two countries contain important subsidies
for Cuba, despite Russia's claim that its relations with the island are now based on "universally
accepted principles of international trade" (see Chronicle 05/27/93). Moreover, the amendment
specifically states that, prior to the approval of any aid for Russia, the State Department must first
certify that the Russian government is not helping Cuba to complete construction of the Juragua
nuclear power plant, located near Cienfuegos. In addition, the amendment would require Russia
to shut down an electronic intelligence-gathering station on the island that had previously been
operated by the Soviet armed forces but is now the responsibility of the Russian government. The
station, located at Lourdes, was believed to be the Soviet military's biggest electronic intelligence
installation in the western hemisphere during the Cold War years (see Chronicle 11/12/92). The
amendment was introduced by Rep. Robert Torricelli (D-NJ), chief sponsor of the Cuban Democracy
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Act. It is supported by two Cuban-Americans and one hispanic legislator: Rep. Lincoln Diaz-Balart
(R-Fla.), Rep. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-Fla.), and Rep. Robert Menendez (D-NJ). Diaz-Balart and
Ros-Lehtinen are also the authors of a resolution introduced into the House in February and still
pending review which would require the President to seek United Nations endorsement for the US
embargo (see Chronicle 02/25/93). Thus, rather than a softening of the embargo, the approval of new
communications links with Cuba is simply seen as a shift in US strategy and tactics. Until now, US
policy has been aimed at completely isolating the island, not just to undermine the Cuban economy,
but to prevent Cuba from constructing social or political links with foreign communities, especially
in the US. Now, however, US policy is based on a strategy of "democracy promotion," whereby
the US hopes to build an anti-Castro constituency inside Cuba. "In contrast to the old isolationist
approach, the focus now is to open communications with dissident groups in the country," one
US foreign policy expert told the Latin American Data Base (LADB). "But that requires a steady
flow of communications, resources, and personnel between the US and Cuba." Still, increased
communications between the two countries will inevitably create greater pressure on the State
Department to lift the embargo, as more US groups visit the island and witness first hand the effects
of the blockade (see Chronicle 05/20/93). In early June, for example, a delegation of US health
experts toured Cuba to evaluate the effects of the embargo on Cuba's health system, the first such
delegation since the blockade began. The group included leading members the American Public
Health Association, the American College of Physicians, Drew University of Medicine, and the
Illinois Nurses Association, among others. Following their visit, delegation members reported
that the embargo is causing shortages of most medicines and needed health equipment, leading
to a clear deterioration in the population's living standards. They appealed to the US to allow the
sale of medicine and medical supplies despite the blockade, and they called for an exchange of
doctors, nurses, and researchers with the island. "The US should never be in the position of denying
medicines, certainly the sale of medicines, to anyone," said Wayne Smith senior fellow for the
Center for International Policy and the former head of the US Interests Section in Havana from
1979-1982 who participated in the delegation. "It would be much better to cooperate than to block.
In the field of medicine, it is difficult to adopt a moral position saying we should not help Cuba.
Public health is an area that cuts across all political lines." (Sources: Inter Press Service, 05/20/93;
Notimex, 06/03/93; Spanish news service EFE, 06/06/93, 06/08/93, 06/10/93; Reuter, 05/20/93, 06/0911/93; Associated Press, 05/20/93, 05/27/93, 06/09-11/93; New York Times, 05/29/93, 06/15/93)
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